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Introduction
The long-awaited White Paper “Water for Life” was released in December 2011.  It is an ambitious 
document that attempts to deal with competition in the water industry, over-extraction, tariffs and 
pollution.  Reform is needed in all these areas and this government should be congratulated for 
finishing the work started by the previous government.  

Understandably, in a privatised sector, the emphasis is on companies, regulators and consumers.  
However, the LGiU believes that policy should also reflect the central role of local communities not 
just as consumers but as stewards of the UK’s precious natural resources.  

This paper argues that giving local communities a greater say in how water is managed will help the 
government achieve the aims in the White Paper.  

Water privatisation is now over 25 year old.  It has been successful in maintaining drinking water 
quality and finding money for investment in infrastructure. Privatisation has been less successful at 
protecting our water environment. In particular, there has been over-extraction of water from rivers 
and diffuse pollution, especially in urban areas.  The cost of addressing these issues will increase 
the price of water to consumers with an associated impact on society.  All of these issues will be 
exacerbated by two distinct trends: growth in the UK population and climate change.  

Despite the fact that local government is rarely referred to in the White Paper, it is clear that councils 
have a crucial role to play.  Councils have a profound responsibility for the health and wellbeing of 
their citizens, the local environment and the future development of the local area.  

In this publication, the LGiU has identified the elements that underpin local water security to 
help councils, communities and national government ensure the sustainable utilisation of this 
precious resource.   

The principles

1.  Clean drinking water
Potable water standards are primarily the responsibility of water companies and regulators.  Local 
authorities should be more concerned with the quantity rather than the quality of potable water.  

All public services rely upon a clean, plentiful supply of water; from care homes and schools to parks 
and swimming pools.  Ultimately, any service that supports people requires water.  There are areas of 
East England that naturally suffer from low-rainfall.  There are also, however, wetter regions that suffer 
from droughts because of poor water infrastructure.  Councils can have a big influence on the stress 
placed on that infrastructure through the planning regime.  
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Councils should work closely with the Local Resilience Forum to identify where water shortages might 
occur and the impact that will have on communities and service provision.

2. Clean waste water
Dirty water is of course a significant health hazard.  Local authorities will soon have responsibility 
for public health in their area and should ensure that the hazard of exposure to untreated sewage is 
included in their planning.

3. Clean rivers, lakes and ponds
Most rivers and waterways are viewed as precious resources by local communities whether for 
walking, fishing, boating, swimming or as an irrigation source.  

In town and country parks, councils are landowners and have the opportunity to directly manage and 
protect water resources but also innovate and help other owners of water courses.  

Councils are also planning authorities and conveners of neighbourhood plans introduced by 
government as part of the Localism Act.  Development which harms water bodies can be mitigated 
by the planning system.  

4. Integrate flood management into local water security
Local authorities already have clear duties under the Floods and Water Management Act 2010 to 
gather evidence of flood risk, co-operate and most importantly manage pluvial flood risk.  They 
have a major influence on drainage and siting of critical infrastructure.  In addition, they provide 
information to householders on flood protection and insurance.  Councils’ flooding duties give them a 
role in every stage of the local water cycle.  

Councils should consider how a more holistic approach to the water cycle could help them to 
improve local water security and limit their flooding obligations.

5. Reduce the cost of water
Local authorities have a significant impact on the water footprint of their local area as consumers of 
large amounts of water.  Reducing the cost of this resource will help councils as they look to reduce 
their overheads to meet challenging spending targets whilst preserving service levels to local residents.  

The scale of water poverty, unlike fuel poverty, is to some extent an unknown problem.  Local councils 
will need to co-operate with the Department of Work and Pensions and water companies to assess 
the scale of the issue and bring about effective policy responses.
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6. Maximise the local benefits of water
Water is an important resource with many uses. Some specific industries such as paper mills need 
plentiful reliable supplies and in areas with manufacturing bases the aggregate of industry needs can 
be substantial. Industry looks to locate in areas where the resources are cheap and readily available 
and might be put off by sites that regularly flood or have water shortages.

In addition, healthy rivers and lakes add significantly to the quality of a landscape and create better 
places to live. Improving aquatic ecosystems can have a direct positive impact on tourism and the 
desirability of living in an area.

Increased global scarcity of freshwater means that new industries will develop to service the demand 
for better water management and greater water efficiency. Areas in the developed world which 
address the issue early will have an opportunity to attract new businesses or stimulate new local start-ups.

7. Give all users of water resources a strong voice
The local connection to water is more than just a managerial one and more than an issue of 
ownership. Our water environment is used in many ways and the users as well as the owners of water 
should be included. Those users could include anglers, walkers, boaters, swimmers or landscape 
painters. Users connect to water resources in a practical and emotional way: their definition of a well 
managed resource chimes more closely with stewardship rather than ownership.

Local authorities should look to engage user groups as a vital sounding board for ideas. Another 
major advantage is that quite often they provide support, labour and goodwill to projects.

8. Give local people a greater say
One of the consequences of water privatisation was to confine people’s interaction with water to 
the role of consumer.  The only local influence currently possible is through the planning system.  An 
enhanced role for local government in ensuring local water security would make decisions about this 
vital resource more democratically accountable.

Local communities care about their local rivers, lakes and ponds. It should be possible for them to 
directly influence how water is managed and to work collectively through their council to join up 
planning, public health, economic development and flood protection.
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